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Review The unreality of Mark Twain is the primary reason 
this book cannot be a biography of him. -Hoffman 
This epigraph reveals paradoxes and contra-dictions that striate what is an illuminating 
and rewarding page turner of a book. Andrew 
Hoffman breaks with conventional biographical 
strategies, such as detailed outlines of lineage, 
minute descriptions of place of birth, or ponder-
ous adumbration of events in the subject's 
evolving life. Instead, Hoffman does something 
significant for readers of Mark Twain: he writes 
of Sam Clemens, whom Hoffman calls a "brood-
ing and uncertain man." 
His suspense-rich technique is layered, in that 
while he does follow Clemens' life in chronologi-
cal terms, at the same time, he examines in depth 
and exuberant detail Clemens' "need-to lead his 
life in disguise" which results in the invention of 
an alter ego-first, Mark Twain, then, S. L. 
Clemens, and others. The biography reveals 
Clemens' terrible insecurities. Often, Hoffman 
simply gives Sam's pained description, of" a con-
science that tears me like a wild beast." The 
energy infusing this careful inspection of relations 
in and between Sam and Twain make reading 
this book mysterious, exciting, and 
thoughtprovoking, particularly in three areas: 1) 
the modernity of contradictory psychological is-
sues, 2) its effects on the literature and 3) 
struggles between insecure Sam and boisterous 
showman Twain. 
First, Hoffman emphasizes Sam's abiding 
"doubt about himself." Hoffman persuasively 
shows that "this layering of invented selves-
Mark Twain, S. L. Clemens, and Mortimer Me 
Williams-almost completely obscured the origi-
nal Sam Clemens." In other words, Clemens' act 
of inventing selves echoes a now familiar insecu-
rity about the security of self. Hoffman explains 
that once Sam accepted that there is no single 
identity, he saw that he was "trapped in a false 
identity he has r 
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S e c o n d l y ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  H o f f m a n ,  t h e s e  d i v i -
s i o n s  g r e a t l y  i n f l u e n c e d  t h e  f i c t i o n ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  
T h e  A d v e n t u r e s  o f  H u c k l e b e r r y  F i n n  a n d  A  C o n n e c t i -
c u t  Y a n k e e  i n  K i n g  A r t h u r ' s  C o u r t .  H o f f m a n  
c a r e f u l l y  e x p l a i n s  h o w  i n s e c u r e ,  t r o u b l e d  S a m  
w r i t i n g  a s  M a r k  T w a i n  b e c a m e  c o n f i d e n t  a n d  
d e f i n i t e .  T o  e m p h a s i z e  t h i s  p o i n t ,  H o f f m a n  p o s -
i t s  a  d i s t a n c e  b e t w e e n  H u c k l e b e r r y  F i n n ' s  
a m b i v a l e n t  m o r a l  s y s t e m  a n d  M a r k  T w a i n ' s  h a -
b i t u a l  r o l e  a s  p u b l i c  m o r a l i s t .  I n  t h i s  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  
c l a s s i c ,  a  b o o k  o v e r  w h i c h  C l e m e n s  " h a d  p a w e d  
a t  f o r  s e v e n  y e a r s , "  H o f f m a n  c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  a  
f a i l u r e  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n  H u c k  a n d  
T w a i n  h a s  c l o u d e d  r e a d i n g s  o f  a  n o v e l  w h i c h  
s i n u o u s l y ,  y e t  r e s o l u t e l y ,  e x p l o r e s  " t h e  
i n t d e r m i n a n c y  o f  s e l f . "  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  i n  a n  a p -
p a r e n t l y  m i s s i n g  m a n u s c r i p t ,  C l e m e n s  h a d  c r e a t e d  
a "  s e q u e l "  i n  w h i c h  H u c k  a n d  T o m ,  n o w  o l d  m e n ,  
" d i e  i n  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  a r m s . "  H o f f m a n  a s t u t e l y  c o n -
c l u d e s  t h a t  " l i k e  T o m ,  S a m  C l e m e n s  h i d e s  b e h i n d  
t h e  s c e n e s  o f  H u c k  F i n n  p u l l i n g  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  
s t r i n g s ,  a n d  h e  d o e s  n o t  m i n d  w e a k e n i n g  M a r k  
T w a i n ' s  a u t h o r i t y  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s . "  
T h e  d i c h o t o m y  b e t w e e n  T w a i n  a n d  C l e m e n s  
a l s o  s h a p e s  A  C o n n e c t i c u t  Y a n k e e  i n  K i n g  A r t h u r ' s  
C o u r t .  C l e m e n s  a n i m a t e d l y  s u g g e s t s ,  " t h e  v e r y  
t i t l e  o f  t h e  b o o k  r e q u i r e s  f u n  a n d  i t  m u s t  b e  f u r -
n i s h e d . "  T h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h i s  l a y e r e d  a d v e n t u r e ,  
h o w e v e r ,  f u r t h e r  i n t e n s i f i e d  d i v i s i o n s  b e t w e e n  
I n v e n t i n g  M a r k  T w a i n  
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Sam and Twain by accenting 
class divisions and philosophical 
positions. Ultimately, this book 
in its apocalyptic conclusion dra-
matizes that just like the 
Yankee, Sam too "was walled in 
by his own successes," and pain-
fully counted its high costs. 
Hoffman suggests a possible lit-
erary resolution to the divisions 
between Sam and Twain, which 
he finds may commence in Joan 
of Arc in which Sam writes over 
and out the authoritative voice 
of Mark Twain, by using elabo-
rate layers and a highly visible, 
authoritative translator and an-
notator. 
One final area of extended 
treatment concerns the contrast 
and muted battle between Sam 
and Twain. Hoffman presents 
Twain as progressive politically, 
somewhat dogmatic, optimistic 
socially, charming, acute and 
winning. In contrast, Sam be-
comes increasingly haunted by 
pain, convinced of the absence 
of free will, vulnerable, mon-
etarily ambitious and boyishly 
effusive. Of himself, Sam ob-
serves, "my private character is 
hacked, & dissected, & mixed up 
with my public one, & both suf-
fer the more in consequence." 
His writing is sometimes called 
that of "the boy man." Appar-
ently, toward the end of his life, 
through a variety of methods, 
Clemens tried to lessen the po-
larity between himself and 
Twain. Overall, the book recog-
nizes the sometimes unseen 
importance of writing for Sam 
who in a letter to William Dean 
Howells wrote, "What I have been wanting was 
a chance to write a book without reserve-a book 
which should take account of no one's feelings, 
no one's prejudices, opinions, beliefs, hopes, il-
lusions, delusions; a book which should say my 
say, right out of my heart, in the plainest lan-
guage & without a limitation of any sort. 
As biographer highly committed to and in-
volved with his subject, Hoffman is fully aware 
of Twain's cultural importance as creator and re-
flector of the changing times in which he lived. 
Stylistically, the book balances intimate exami-
nation with thoughtful critical overviews. From 
the start, it is apparent that Hoffman is well aware 
that his subject is complex and important to read-
ers today. Accordingly, he develops high levels 
of suspense, luminous moments of description 
and appropriately thorough levels of analysis-
both of character and of text. The following final 
comments aptly signal the intensity of his biog-
raphy of Sam Clemens, "I revere Mark Twain, as 
I have since I first began reading him seriously, 
but I love Sam Clemens. If he is gazing down on 
us from a comet somewhere (Twain was born 
and later died during an appearance of Halley's 
Comet), I hope he can see the love in this book." 
Hoffman's splendid biography intelligently and 
compellingly invite us to reconsider the writer 
universally known only as Mark Twain. As 
Hoffman observes, "It is my hope that by under-
standing how Clemens lived his lives, we might 
better understand how we live our own." ~ 
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